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Photovoice is a participatory research 
method that was developed to promote 
empowerment among marginalized 
individuals in their own communities. 
It is a commonly used form of visual 
research in social sciences (Denzin 
& Lincoln, Collecting and interpreting 
qualitative materials [2013]). According 
to Wang & Burris (Health Education 
Behavior [1997]), Photovoice is a tech-
nique individuals can use to identify, 
represent and enhance their commu-
nity through photography. Students 
are entrusted with digital cameras and 
charged with photographing what they 
see as strengths and weaknesses in their 
communities. Photovoice has three 
main goals: (1) enable people to record 
and present their identified community 
strengths and areas of weakness, (2) 
promote small-group dialogue about 
newly identified community issues, and 
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In each of the past 11 years, a dozen Bridgewater State University students have travelled to St John’s Anglican Primary school in Belize City, 
Belize during January break to complete a service 
project. Their efforts have been squarely focused on 
Belizean youth. Belize is a young country (70% of the 
popula tion is below the age of 29), and the National 
Youth Development Policy of Belize (2012) indicates 
that Belizean youth are doing well. However, like 
youth everywhere, young people in Belize crave 
empowerment—a greater public voice, a sense of  
safety and structure, self-worth and an ability to 
contribute. They want to connect with the people  
in positions of power. In a modest way, BSU students 
have helped them to do that. In addition to painting  
a newly constructed school building at St John’s  
in spring 2016, our students helped implement  
a Photovoice project, a visual method for the 
expression of young people’s views and voices.
(3) present salient findings to commu-
nity dignitaries and persons in positions 
of power. Moreover, as Loeff ler ( Journal 
of Leisure Research [2004]) argues, pho-
tographs can capture grander levels of 
detail about the emotional meaning of 
experience versus words-only data.
Over the course of five days, 16 St 
John’s students were entrusted with 
Kodak Easyshare® digital cameras and 
were instructed to each take four  
photos of what they perceived as com-
munity strengths as well as four photos 
of weaknesses or areas of concern in 
their community. The students were 
asked to create titles and captions for 
the photos. At the same time, BSU  
students recorded their own observa-
tions and field notes and undertook 
informal interviews with Belizean 
students. Finally, a formal presenta-
tion was made by the St John’s youth 
to an audience of dignitaries from the 
community, including the CEO of 
Education in Belize, a Belizean police 
officer, the St John’s school principal, 
and a cooperating teacher. A total of 
128 photographs were taken for the 
Photovoice project (four strengths 
photos and four weaknesses photos x 16 
students); however, only 16 photos were 
included in the presentation to digni-
taries. Once all photos were printed and 
handed back to the rightful owners, 
analysis began in earnest. 
Youth photographers conducted 
analysis of their own photos with the 
assistance of BSU students; each pair of 
Photovoice was a novel and 
effective method for studying 
Belizean youths’ perceptions  
of community strengths  
and weaknesses. The Photovoice 
process revealed ways in which 
social change could occur.
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St John’s students was partnered with at 
least one BSU student. They used the 
SHOWeD method to categorize their 
photos (Wang, Journal of Community 
Practice [2006]). Commonly used in 
photovoice projects, the SHOWeD 
method is a means of getting at the root 
causes of identified problems through 
guided discussion. The SHOWeD pro-
cess includes the following questions: 
What do you See here? What is really 
Happening here? How does this relate 
to Our lives? Why does this problem  
or strength Exist? What can we Do 
about it? to facilitate discussion. As  
part of the SHOWeD process, the St 
John’s students and the BSU students 
systematically coded all 128 photos. 
Initial codes were based on key words 
from the photo captions. Above all  
others, there were two themes that 
stood out to Belizean youth: responsi-
bility and support. 
Dramatic pictures of compulsive lit-
tering and ramshackle houses and 
buildings were represented in many of 
the photos. However, the theme that 
emerged from these photos for the St 
John’s students was responsibility. While 
garbage and litter were included in 
the original codes and categories, the 
theme responsibility expressed the 
notion that garbage and litter were 
more problematic than simply being 
unsightly. In fact, students were con-
cerned about “who” should be respon-
sible for managing the trash problem. 
Students were baff led as to why more 
work was not being done to remedy  
the trash problem. 
The crux of the trash matter was 
responsibility. For instance, looking 
at Hughlet’s photo, title and caption, 
she, like others, believed that trash 
was a problem, but the responsibility 
should be put on the government (as 
opposed to taking personal responsibil-
ity). As noted by Hughlet, others in the 
community should be keeping their 
area clean. However, not one student 
accepted personal responsibility for 
keeping the community cleaner. 
Similar to Hughlet’s photo, Delffin’s 
photo, title, and caption lend evidence 
to the idea that rather than taking 
personal responsibility for the lit-
ter problem and helping to keep the 
environment clean (including the sea), 
“others” were identified as those being 
responsible for putting up more “no  
littering” signs around the city. 
Also stopping short of taking personal 
responsibility for the litter problem in 
the city, Kelis’ photo, title, and cap-
tion show that it is the community’s 
responsibility to make recreation areas 
safe for play and watching others play. 
Specifically, Kelis’ concern was that 
people in the community were being 
disrespectful for allowing play areas to 
get run down. Again, personal respon-
sibility for making positive change was 
not evident, but desiring others to do 
the work was obvious.
Wasan’s photo, title, and caption 
expresses the students’ idea that the 
government should be responsible for 
not only keeping the community clean, 
but also keeping the community safe. 
Wasan was the first to note personal 
responsibility as a solution to a com-
munity issue. Not only were the police 
recognized and applauded for taking on 
the responsibility of keeping the school 
children and other community mem-
bers safe, but he noted that he and other 
schoolmates can take on the responsi-
bility of keeping the community safe by 
becoming future police officers.
Figure 1. Cleaning Truck
“Cleaning Truck” – Men taking garbage 
from bins and putting it in the garbage 
truck. More people in the community 
should help pick up trash on the streets. 
The government should provide jobs  
to keep the community clean. Photo  
by Hughlet.
Figure 3. Cheering for Improvement
“Cheering for Improvement” – There are 
broken bleachers and the roof needs to be 
fixed because there needs to be seats and  
a shelter. People in our community should 
be more respectful to public property.  
Photo by Kelis.
Figure 2. Garbage in the Water
“Garbage in the Water” – This photo 
shows that there is a lot of garbage in the 
water. People throw garbage into the water 
and it is very upsetting because it goes into 
the sea. This could be changed by cleaning 
up and stopping littering. No littering signs 
might help, as well as adding more trash 
cans. Photo by Delffin.
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While Wasan’s photo “Protection” was 
described as a strength, not all students 
believed the police officers were doing 
their job of protecting community 
members. Others, like Keron, noted 
that some of the police were rude and 
bossy and it was the government’s 
responsibility to change the offficers’ 
attitudes. In group discussions, many 
St John’s school students remarked that 
they felt the same way as Keron and 
believed that the government should 
“change” the police from harming  
others to helping others.
While students believed that it was the 
police officers’ responsibility to provide 
a safe community, others believed that 
support needs to come from others. The 
second theme highlights a number of 
support systems youth have available to 
them. For instance, the photo “Garden 
Girls” and Ajahn’s caption make clear 
one way in which these girls can help 
their fellow students and community. It 
is also true that this photo and caption 
could fit into the responsibility theme. 
This was the first instance in which 
youth felt responsibility to care for oth-
ers. But it bears repeating: even though 
they were willing to perform garden-
ing, these girls did not find it their 
responsibility to clean up litter.
Similar to Ajahn’s photo, the next 
photo, title, and caption showed that 
the youth had a number of support 
systems within the four walls of their 
school. In fact, the cooperating teacher 
was noted as a great leader in the school, 
someone to look up to for guidance. 
Students also remarked that if they had 
more teachers like Mr Antonio, the 
community could be stronger.
Figure 6. Garden Girls
“Garden Girls” – The girls in this photo 
are helping each other. By growing plants 
they are protecting people and helping 
people live. Photo by Ajahn.
Figure 5. Stay Safe, Be Alert
“Stay Safe, Be Alert” – They caught the 
criminal. The police are alert. Some of the 
police are bossy and rude. We can talk to 
the government about their attitudes.  
Photo by Keron
Figure 7. Community Helper
“Community Helper” – He makes the 
community stronger, our teacher is standing 
to support the group. If we have more 
leaders like Mr. Antonio we could have a 
stronger community. Photo by Jaheim.
Students took great pride in being 
part of this school community and 
many noted that it would be up to 
all of them to support one another 
throughout the school year. 
Figure 4. Protection
“Protection” – Police help keep the 
community safe. People need to know 
police are important in the community. 
When we grow up we can become police 
officers. Photo by Wasan.
St John’s students also viewed BSU 
students as part of their support system. 
For instance, looking at the “Kindness” 
photo, Timothy and Jaylon expressed 
their gratitude towards BSU for assist-
ing them with their school work. 
Again, this photo could also fall under 
the responsibility theme; that is, the 
photographers and other students felt 
as if it was everyone’s responsibility to 
help make one another smile. 
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The final photo, titled “Classmates,” 
depicts how the St John’s students felt 
about one another as part of the support 
system at school. A lengthy conversa-
tion about how students supported 
one another ensued. Students took 
great pride in being part of this school 
community and many noted that it 
would be up to all of them to support 
one another throughout the school 
year. They noted that when they are 
Figure 8. Kindness
“Kindness” – This photo teaches people 
how to share, care for each other, and be 
kind. If you put a smile on other peoples’ 
faces you will put a smile on yours too. 
Photo by Timothy and Jaylon.
all together, especially in their school 
green, they were a stronger group. 
Similar to the “Kindness” photo this 
picture could have been included in the 
responsibility theme. Although students 
recognized that they could be part of a 
solution, they fell short of articulating 
specific ways to take responsibility for 
themselves and others.
Photovoice was a novel and effective 
method for studying Belizean youths’ 
perceptions of community strengths 
and weaknesses. The Photovoice 
process revealed ways in which social 
change could occur. Interestingly, 
[The project] revealed to 
Bridgewater State students the 
value of community service work, 
a key element in the mission of 
their own university.
students did not see themselves as agents 
of change as related to the trash and 
litter problem in their neighborhood. 
In fact, overwhelmingly so, students 
believed it was the responsibility of  
the government and others to keep  
the community clean and safe. Still,  
the project planted an important seed;  
it pushed St John’s students to ask  
questions about their own roles as 
stewards of their community. And it 
revealed to Bridgewater State students 
the value of community service work,  
a key element in the mission of their 
own university.
Figure 9. Classmates
“Classmates” – All of the class is together, everyone is happy, and we are all wearing full 
green. Photo by Jasmine.
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